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Thank you very much for that generous introduction, Nigel.  It’s a real honour to be invited back as 

a speaker at Space in the City.  Having myself floated the concept of this current series I find myself 

with the weighty responsibility of bringing it to a conclusion.  It has, I hope you’ll agree, been a 

moving and deep experience to journey with the previous speakers through a range of experiences 

of loss.  It seems right that we conclude the series by focussing on the latter stages of our lives when 

we can be particularly aware of accumulated losses.  Today is then about the experience of loss as 

much as its specific circumstances.  Bear with me if like other speakers I inject a personal 

dimension, and also if I resort to poetry at times to illustrate what I want to say.  As an occasional 

poet myself, I increasingly recognise that this can be the truest medium for reaching into some of 

the deeper places of human experience.  

 

‘What’s your title going to be?’ asked an increasingly anxious series of e-mails from Amanda as all 

the other speakers dutifully replied to her, bar me!  I sucked my pencil, or whatever is the modern 

computerised equivalent….perhaps, rested my hands on the keyboard!  I couldn’t seem to come up 

with a phrase which encapsulated what I wanted to say, until that is I came across some words of  

T. S. Eliot in his long poem ‘Ash Wednesday’, where he writes: 

Teach us to sit still 

Even among these rocks, 

Our peace in His will. 

 

That’s a capital ‘H’ for ‘his’ as Eliot is of course referring to God.  

Teach us to sit still 

Even among these rocks, 

Our peace in His will.
1
 

 

I knew then that I had my title.  Ash Wednesday is a reflective poem on the process of entering 

Lent.  Lent marks for us a time when we share something of Jesus’ journey into the wilderness or 

desert.  If we’re dutiful we observe Lent each year, but it’s a little too easy for us to pigeon hole it 

as a liturgical time of the year, rather than as an acknowledgement that by living in the wilderness, 

Jesus foreshadows an experience which we shall surely all share from time to time in our own lives.  

The desert moments are part of the human condition.  In later life we can find ourselves on 

occasions surveying a desert which is dominated by the rocks of past loss.  And yet, as we sit 

amongst those rocks, the great mystery and comfort of the gospel is that we can still find peace in 

God’s will.  In this address I want to touch on how we nurture that peace amongst the rocks.  But 

firstly I need to remark on what those rocks might be.   

 

You don’t really need me to enumerate the range of challenges we face as we age.  Failing physical 

health is to some degree inevitable, whether it’s in areas which we’ve already explored in this 

series, such as hearing or sight, or the growing loss of mobility and varying degrees of mental 

impairment.  Where I work at St. John’s Winchester Charity the residents are fond of sharing in 

newsletters anonymous little ditties which recount the challenges.  There’s one which ends with the 

lines: 

How do I know my youth is all spent? 

Well, my get up and go has got up and went! 
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Such light hearted pieces have a function because they allow us to laugh at the challenges.  And 

humour is certainly a powerful weapon, not to be underestimated. 

 

Of course behind actual physical loss is the psychological experience itself.  If you’ve been a great 

reader, failing eyesight has real force in depriving you of an important pleasure.  For someone like 

my father, who died earlier this year and whose leisure activities of gardening, fishing and wood 

turning were all curtailed by growing physical decline, loss of these activities was in some respects 

almost worse because of the psychological impact rather than in his actual experience of physical 

discomfort.  

 

What we have to remember is that the onset of the infirmities of old age often come after the many 

accumulations of loss which a long life will have thrown up.  And, they do seem to bank up as you 

get older.  Take for example that rite of passage many have to pass through of retirement.  It’s 

rightly been pointed out that the very use of the word retirement makes employment the fulcrum of 

our lives.  We’re a society very much defined by what we do.  ‘What do you do?’ is a ubiquitous ice 

breaker socially, but there comes a time for us all when we retire and lose that work-given identity 

or status.  For some people that can be a deep and painful loss, greater than the constriction of their 

earning power. 

 

As we live longer, many will go through more than one downsizing move.  Of course it makes 

sense to move from the family home to a smaller one when the children have left, and then possibly 

to a sheltered flat, and perhaps finally on to residential care.  Each move, albeit based on sound 

reason, can involve a significant loss of space-defined identity.  In between the moves can come 

further loss with the shedding of possessions redolent with memories.  You can lose a part of you 

when getting rid of items that have been familiar parts of your private space.   The death of a pet, or 

the parting from one because of a move into care, can too be a heavy burden amidst so much 

change.  Overall we can as one observer on old age put it, face ‘the thinning of the scenes of life by 

the loss of objects and interests’.
2
 

 

These recurring losses during life which can accumulate in old age have been called ‘little deaths’; 

what Wordsworth describes as: 

Some natural sorrow, loss, or pain, 

That has been, and may be again!
3
 

 

So bereavement, in the widest sense of the word, as covering any loss, looms large in later life.  

And it will of course also stalk many people’s lives in the conventional sense of describing the loss 

of a loved one with that poignant sense of a lost love; what the poet Dannie Abse describes 

evocatively as ‘the woeful Now and the happier Then’
4
.  Margaret Axford sensitively explored for 

us the challenges of bereavement a couple of weeks ago.  It’s almost inevitable that as we grow old 

we lose people whom we love, whether friends or relatives.  It can too be a cumulative experience.  

I remember my grandmother’s first task at breakfast was to scan the Telegraph obituaries over her 

porridge to see which of her friends had died, until she abandoned the practice as she moved 

inexorably into her nineties having outlived them all!   

 

I want to tease out in the desert which I’m highlighting in later life two consequences of the rocks 

we survey, loss of will and loss of identity, but as I do so I want us to move towards the peace 

which Eliot spoke of in those opening words I shared with you.   

 

The range of bereavement in our lives can gather pace in old age and presage a deeply isolating 

sense of loneliness which is tough.  As a good friend of mine now sitting in this audience once 

wrote, ‘old age is not for wimps’.  And some do struggle with the will to continue.  I’ve seen some 
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residents at St. John’s crippled by loss in later life; like the bereaved widower who couldn’t find 

any peace after his wife’s death.  I can still hear his words to me, some twenty years after he spoke 

them.  ‘I’m like one of those old trees you see in the country,’ he mused, ‘just alive, but largely 

hollow’.  What a powerful simile for the pain of loss.   

 

In addition to this loss of will as we age, there is also our fear of the loss of identity.  I want to say a 

little about this because I think it’s a loss which increasingly haunts people.  This is not surprising.  

We’re living longer and there’s good epidemiological evidence for the fact that the potential 

incidence of dementia increases the older we get.  As a society we’re now living much longer, but 

that brings the increased risk of falling prey to what is indeed an insidious disease.  So if there’s one 

fear which stalks us in later life, it’s that of the potential onset of dementia.  Memory binds us into 

who we are, so its loss is indeed acute.  Ten years ago on the basis of my day-to-day work I could 

have spoken to you authoritatively about dementia.  But now with my mother some seven years on 

from a diagnosis of Alzheimer’s, the commonest form of dementia, I speak not just professionally 

but very personally.   

 

It’s been a painful journey for my family, punctuated by moments that particularly stick out in my 

mind.  In the early days I tried to get up to Suffolk where my parents lived whenever possible on 

weekends free of parish commitments.  Late one Sunday afternoon having said my goodbyes and  

as I prepared to get into the car and drive the three and a half hour journey home, my mother came 

out of the house, stood beside the car and suddenly burst into tears.  ‘I feel so frightened,’ she 

sobbed.  Unfortunately I had to get back home, and so, after comforting her, I had to leave the 

mother I love dearly in the ongoing distress of Alzheimer’s, a distress always more acute for the 

sufferer in the early stages when you have a knowledge of the loss you’re experiencing.  It will not 

surprise you that I had to stop the car outside my parents’ village to wipe away my own tears before 

driving on.  I share that personal desert experience with you because I feel we need as part of this 

address to journey into such hard and rocky places.   

 

Like other speakers in this series I know that sharing the narrative of loss like this is important.  As 

we grow older we become more aware of the pattern of our lives, the highs and the lows, the gains 

and the losses.  It’s vitally important that we listen to each other in the telling of our stories, even if 

we sometimes repeat ourselves!  Culturally I think we don’t give as much value to this as we 

should.  In Christie Watson’s recent award winning novel ‘Tiny Song Birds Far Away’ set in 

Nigeria, it is grandmother, the storyteller, who holds together a divided family hit by loss.
5
  This 

ability to share our stories becomes vitally important as we accumulate the rocks of loss.  Talking 

does not make a loss disappear but being listened to with compassion does help lest our sense of 

loss overwhelm us.  As Shakespeare put it so succinctly:                                                                          

Give sorrow words;                                                                                                                             

The grief that does not speak                                                                                                                

whispers the o’er fraught heart                                                                                                            

and bids it break.
6
  

 

So, now we’ve surveyed the landscape and taken stock of the rocks, I want to begin to reflect on 

just how we might find the ability to sit still among them.  Firstly let’s simply think on that notion 

of sitting.  It is of course a relatively passive act.  I was in Greece earlier this year, and as tends to 

be the way in Mediterranean countries, old people tend to sit there outside houses and in the cafes 

just watching the world go by.  Well, that literal capacity to sit may in part be a product of their 

climate.  I suspect though that it’s also symptomatic of a frame of mind which we could well 

emulate.  One of the things we can do in later life is to harness the inevitability of our reduced 

capacity for doing.  Instead of struggling with that, we may find greater peace in ‘going with the 

flow’ to use a modern idiom.  In a real sense ceasing to be a human ‘doer’ allows us to recapture 
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genuinely becoming a human ‘being’.   I like the story someone once recounted of their elderly 

uncle who, when asked ‘what do you do?’ replied truthfully: ‘Nothing.  And I don’t do that until 

after lunch!’  

 

Seriously though, I want to suggest to you that there is a theological basis to the notion of just 

sitting still.  During the final phase of our lives when loss makes this a necessity it can be important 

to make a virtue of that necessity.  In 1737 a Jesuit priest Jean-Pierre de Caussade was appointed 

spiritual director to a convent of nuns in France.  His addresses to them were preserved by the nuns 

and handed down the generations, only being fully published in the mid 20
th

 century with a title 

which highlighted one of his most telling phrases, ‘The Sacrament of the Present Moment’.
7
  If you 

roll that phrase around in your mind you’ll perhaps agree that there is something very special about 

being able to concentrate on the immediate and hold at bay both the past and the future.  That 

concentration on the immediate is something which young children demonstrate unconsciously.  It’s 

a skill we perhaps have to relearn in later life, mindful of Jesus’ words about children:  ‘for it is to 

such as these that the kingdom of God belongs’
8
.  If we can discover that ‘centredness’ on the 

present moment, we can make it sacred by reaching deeper into the God who is always present. 

 

I’m not arguing here for a state of amnesia about the past.  I think it was the Queen Mother, 

someone who of course had to live through a very long period of widowhood, who once said ‘Grief 

does not get any easier; you just get better at it’.  As we sit still, the rocks of the past will still be 

there, but we can begin to hold hard to an awareness of that presence of God.  I have no doubt that 

in his repeated moments of going aside to pray during his ministry Jesus was revisiting his earlier 

forty day desert experience to touch the sacrament of the present moment in which he met his 

father. 

   

And Jesus teaches us something else which I want to emphasise today, and that is that we can find 

God in all things, even the deepest places of loss.  Other speakers have highlighted this, and I’ve 

been discovering that too during my mother’s illness.  This has been a dark desert experience for 

her and for our family.  Small wonder, that Samantha Harvey’s recent novel on the experience of 

Alzheimer’s was entitled ‘The Wilderness’
9
.  And I have found myself asking the same question as 

the poet Padraig Daly in his poem ‘Alzheimer’s’:                                                                                  

How does the blank that keeps your features link                                                                                  

With the glory that was you?
10

                                                                                                             

 

My mother is now doubly incontinent, unable to walk, spends her day cocooned in a reclining chair, 

and is unable to speak intelligibly.  This has asked profound theological questions of me.  I’m still 

working through those, but for as long as she lives, one thing I’m confident of is that her life is still 

God given, and still capable of speaking of God.  I remind myself of the words of a short poem 

written by Barbara Noon whilst herself suffering from Alzheimer’s:                                                 

Sometimes I picture myself as a candle.                                                                                                                           

I used to be a candle about 8 feet tall – burning bright.                                                                          

Now every day I lose a little bit of me.                                                                                                 

Someday the candle will be very small,                                                                                             

But the flame will be just as bright.
11

                                                                                           

 

Memory defines us so totally that we’re stripped very bare if we begin to lose it.  It deprives us of 

the knowledge of those about us, a loss which is of course twofold, for it’s deeply painful to find the 

person we love losing awareness of us.  One important study into the impact of Alzheimer’s was 

written by American epidemiologist David Snowdon in what became known as ‘The Nun Study’ 

because he took an order of nuns as his subject matter.  Their longevity and similar lifestyles made 

them ideal research material.  His subsequent book ‘Aging with Grace’ manages to communicate 
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the science, but punctuate it vividly with the human dimension.  He recounts there how one nun 

articulated her fear over her diagnosis in this way:  ‘“Dr Snowdon, do you know what my worst fear 

was?”  Now her eyes started to well up with tears.  “That I was going to forget Jesus,” she said.  “I 

finally realised that I may not remember Him, but He will remember me.”’
12

     

 

As I read those words earlier this year I found myself coming closer to the reality of what my 

mother faces.  God has not abandoned her.  His son shared with us the deepest moments of agony 

which we may face, and he will not forget us in ours.  My mother is not forgotten by God, and 

we’re still bound together even amidst the magnitude of her loss.  I want to venture to suggest that 

experiences like ours, shared by so many, are in fact drawing us into a deeper understanding in the 

fullest sense of St. Paul’s injunction that we are all part of the body of Christ.  We cannot always 

fathom the depths of what God asks of us but we have to trust that there is a deep reality to being 

part of that one body. 

 

My mother’s loss has called me to a place which I might never have dreamt of going.  Earlier on in 

the course of her disease when she was still in her own home with my father, my parents came to 

stay at our house.  As the extent of her growing inability to care for herself became clear during the 

visit, I realised I had to begin to take some of that on myself.  With some trepidation it dawned on 

me that it fell to me to bath her.    It was a tough boundary to cross.  Once done the first time, it 

became easier.  And in doing so, I guess I glimpsed the bodily reality of what Jesus shared with the 

disciples on Maundy Thursday and which lies beyond the desert experience. 

 

Difficult though it may be to take over a physical caring role, it’s much harder to be there mentally, 

but I know that I’ve had to try and play my part in being my mother’s memory, and now further 

down the line affirming her identity in all the many ways I can.  It’s a small return for all that she 

did to form me.  As American theologians Keith G. Meador and Shaun C. Henson put it:                 

When people suffering dementia in old age forget all that they know and all who know them, those 

surrounding them do not forget.  We are called to remember for them, reminding the therapeutic 

culture in which we live that we as a Christian community are one body and are accountable to 

narrate each others lives faithfully.  We narrate our lives and the story of the community of the 

saints grateful that though we may forget God, God in Jesus cannot forget us.
13

   

  

You may note in that quotation their reference to reminding what they call the ‘therapeutic 

community’ how we live out our lives as a Christian community.  It’s worth noting that by the 

therapeutic community they’re referring to the modern belief that medicine will, or can, make us 

better.  It may, but not always.  One of the illusions of the world we live in is a false hope that 

medicine will always have the answer.  We all face the potential of bodily or mental loss, and we 

mustn’t hold on to false hopes of restoration.  

  

That is a gift my mother has shared with me.  Every time she smiles at me, which happily she still 

often does, she simply blesses me with the reality of her continuing personhood.  And so beyond the 

loss we’ve found new ways of communicating.  In a poem I wrote a couple of years ago about the 

loss of words between us I concluded: 

Only now can I grasp words we never used, 

When it is too late to launch them 

Into that unique space between mother and son.               

There though we can rediscover words, 

Not of our recent briar strewn attempts at talk. 

For we have dug deep, unearthing the new born 

Gift of words, unspoken and without effort, 

And shared through enfolded fingers.
14
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In my mother’s enforced sitting still, I’ve had to do likewise, alongside her, sharing as part of one 

body, and waiting on God in the bleak times, glimpsing him in the beatific smiles she bestows on 

me from time to time.  This may have been a personal journey, but I’ve seen it also in the 

relationship which many carers of residents at St. John’s nursing home for dementia have with their 

loved ones.  I sense evidence of what the neurologist Oliver Sachs says, that in dementia or other 

neurological conditions: ‘There remains the undimmed possibility of reintegration by art, by 

communion, by touching the human spirit; and this can be preserved in what seems at first a 

hopeless state of neurological devastation’.
15

 

 

So there can be hope amidst the seemingly hopeless.  When Eliot talks of ‘our peace in His will’ I 

think he’s touching on the fact that whatever the extent of the rocks we survey in our individual 

deserts, we can be assured of the opportunity of God’s peace.  At different moments in this series 

speakers have spoken of the ways in which we discover hope beyond the experience of loss.  We’ve 

repeatedly seen that there is a glimmer of the sun beyond the hill, as the image on the posters and 

leaflet for this series suggests. 

 

I’ve touched on the need to sit still, as de Caussade would have us do.  He also wrote that ‘with God 

the more we seem to lose, the more we gain’
16

.   That’s a mystery which we can only live.  We must 

guard as Christians against talking of the desirability of suffering, but we can be witnesses to the 

ways in which we grow from it.  I remember a few years ago a speaker in a previous series speaking 

of the way in which we become stronger in our lives at the broken places, which is coming at that 

truth from another angle. 

 

Perhaps this means that we must not allow our losses of themselves to define us, but by sitting still 

with God we may find firstly acceptance and then strength.  The Franciscan priest and writer 

Richard Rohr has written movingly of the way in which in the second half of life we have to fall 

into loss before we can rise beyond it, so giving the title to his recent book ‘Falling Upward’
17

.  Part 

of his thesis is that we have to experience loss in life to come closer to God.  I’m sure he’s right, 

although we must guard against over intellectualising that experience. 

 

It’s one thing to sit, but a much harder thing to be still.  When Eliot talked of sitting still among the 

rocks, I know he was giving particular emphasis on that word ‘still’, for it is in stillness that we 

discover God.  In another poem, East Coker, he writes: 

Old men ought to be explorers                                                                                                          

Here and there does not matter                                                                                                                   

We must be still and still moving                                                                                                                 

Into another intensity                                                                                                                           

For another union, a deeper communion.
18

 

 

In his wilderness moments Jesus shows us that we can in stillness journey into a deeper communion 

with God.  So as we sit, and as we still ourselves despite the rocks, we can be moving into another 

intensity.  I think of those who have shown me how that is done.  Elizabeth, a resident in one of the 

St John’s nursing homes, a few years back.  Widowed, plagued by ill health and in the latter stages 

of her life, bed bound and in pain.  And yet, Elizabeth exercised the most remarkable ministry of 

prayer.  She took an interest in all those she met which was essentially just the care home staff, but 

also the world and its needs beyond the walls of the home, and she took that into her detailed and 

heartfelt prayers.  I was training for priesthood at the time and humbled when I learnt she was 

praying regularly for me.   
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I think of Dolly, another resident of the home, crippled by a stroke and deprived of speech, but 

Dolly harnessed her amazingly infectious smile and ready laugh so that despite her loss of speech, 

she could lighten up a room and all those she met.  And yes, I think of my mother, who taught me to 

love, not just with a mother’s love, but in the selfless love she has shown to others and drawn from 

others, even as she entered her nursing home and even now in the twilight of her life. 

 

Let those three be my parting witnesses to a profound belief in the God who journeys with us into 

the dessert in the person of Jesus and the stillness beyond; the God who will wipe away our tears, 

and in whom we will find peace; the God to whom we can pray together in the words of a Chilean 

prayer: 

I believe that behind the mist the sun waits.                                                                                                   

I believe that beyond the dark night it is raining stars.                                                                             

I believe that this lost ship will reach port.                                                                                            

I believe I will not be robbed of Hope.
19

   

 

Amen to that.  
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